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	Sing the Red Song Again

Snow is, by definition, cold, but that doesn't mean it's anything but piercing to skin used to milder, lower altitude temperatures. Including mine.

I much prefer the sun, which is much better at meeting me halfway rather than metaphorically cutting me in half. If I could avoid all these layers, I would. Yet all my bundling up is for one purpose:

Joining the Inquisition. Which happens to be based in Haven, in the Frostback Mountains. Hence the cold. I'm not with any other group. It's better that way, really, and I'd rather be on my own. To a point, at least. Which is why I'm joining the Inquisition. Approaching Haven is not what I expected. It's much less grandiose, a lot colder, and seems to be filled with a lot more…templars.

"Where should I go to put in my name?" My voice is meeker than I want it to be. Templars are intimidating. As bad as they are to mages, they're not known for their fair treatment of elves either.

A blond man turns as I've spoken, and he looks at me with a decidedly condescending stare. "If you're joining the Inquisition's forces you report directly to me. If you're here for ground-level work, head inside and talk to whoever's on duty behind the gates." He turns to bark orders at the soldiers who are sparring then looks back at me. His eyes seem to be staring right through me. It's unnerving. I duck my head and walk towards the gates to Haven. My eyes glance by a horned man the size of three or four of me and an armored man, I think, who's got kind of a cute face. I look away, but the images in my head keep rushing by. This is already harder than I expected on the way.

Inside its gates, Haven does feel big, but even more so? It feels full to the brim. With people, templars, soldiers, and mages at even just a glance. Workers too, elves and humans, mostly humans, and a couple of dwarves mixed in. The bustling area is a community, I can just feel the connections that I'm not quite a part of and might not be able to fully join at all.

"Who're you?" I hear someone ask, interrupting my train of thought at the sheer incredibility of the place I've entered. I half-stumble in a circle to face them, my mind searching for my name. "Banadirth, Lavellan. Of and from Clan Lavellan I mean," I stammer out with an answer as soon as I can. It sounds almost automatic. Practiced. Which it…sort of is.

"There's serving, physical work, and if you've got any talents, let us know now." The person seems completely uninterested in me, maybe a little distaste. They must do things like this all day long. The Inquisition certainly is attracting a lot of attention.

"I can do grunt work. Just give me something to do."

But now…they give me a look that isn't quite believing. Like I'm not capable of what I say I can do. I know I'd definitely prefer lifting and carrying rather than serving some humans since they'd see it as a chance to essentially make me their slave. Obeying their orders like that would make my skin crawl. "Look for Quill. He's giving out daily assignments for your level of work."

I nod with a quick turn, getting away and starting to go further into the…town? settlement? pilgrimage even? Whatever it is, it's bizarre, how unlike the rest of Fereldan it is. It feels more like a refugee camp than a base for an army. The workers are all breaking their backs and the soldiers are just training. The tavern sounds empty as I go by, and I see very few people not moving at any given time.

There's a group of very muscly men and women walking around one particular area being overlooked by a man with very round ears and a stature not too much larger than an elf's, if containing some power. He looks like someone ready for command. As if he was born to give orders to people not strong enough to fight but strong enough to work. The kind of person entitled to give said orders, and believes that he is the supreme giver of said orders when he's given the position.

"Quill?"

"Your name?" He looks at me as if I shouldn't be there. Which I should've expected. Along with the question he appears to mentally size me up, perhaps taking to note the bun of black hair that's been all but stuffed onto the back of my head, the skin that belongs in the Wastes, not Fereldan, the petite eyes that apparently are blue enough to somehow draw attention across a room, the ears that refuse to hide beneath hair, the fact that I'm barely as tall as the shortest elf I've seen here so far and thinner than they were, and the littering of scars across all my visible skin (which isn't much, granted, but when put together with all of these other things it becomes so plain that I'm an outsider).

"Banadirth."

"Be ready to make sure I remember that name, kid. Those tattoos give you any special powers, 'r are you as weak as ya look?"

Suddenly I'm violently aware of my vallaslin, as well. It's a brand of my status of an outcast, a Dalish elf. I'm reminded more than when I was doubted by the "greeter", for lack of a better term, before because my frame could've been the source of that. This is a reminder of home all the time. "I can work. Just give me instructions." The marks aren't supposed to make me ashamed of myself, but that's all they've ever done. This is just the newest installation. Is Andruil really looking over me? Or through these? Maybe they're just symbolic. I never understand…

"You can help with the building. Over there. Just follo' the rest, you'll figure it out." He glances at the rest of my stuff. "Go set all tha' down with n'unclaimed tent."

"You- you sure?" I've been doubted every step of the way, I'd just rather be more sure than these…humans I have to be around. "I can do something else, if you'd rather-"

"Go. With the builders." The strict voice puts me into motion and I'm off, breathing a little more.

Getting away from Quill is a blessing, honestly. His entire way of talking irritated me and was more than a bit abrasive. He's the type of human I do not like working with. Or near. Or just working in the general region of. I hurry to find an unclaimed tent bag, setting everything I've brought with me except a couple layers of clothing, before turning and heading towards the other workers.

What is not a blessing? The look I get from another elf when I get over to the work area.

"Why is there a fuckin' Dalish here?" I should've expected this, I should've seen this coming, but that doesn't make it any less hard to hear. "Shouldn't you be off picking flowers and prancing through forests and worshipping your creators or some shit?" The Fereldan accent is light but audible, and they clearly don't see me as someone to work with. Every step while within the Inquisition is going to be dragging my feet through the Wilds and then some.

I swallow what I really want to say and instead answer, "I'm here to work like the rest of you. For the Inquisition. It doesn't matter where we're from."

"It does matter, you're worse than the shems sometimes. You bloody Dalish and your crap about some shit that happened thousands of years ago. News flash, it's 9:41 Dragon and not pre-Chantry times anymore. Some of us are trying to become equals instead of hermits."

"I don't want to talk about this. Can…can we just get to working?"

"You don't even have a backbone. Guess that's why you're here and not with your clan hiding at the edge of Thedas. A coward and a Dalish. Two birds with one fuckin' stone."

I almost choke on more words I almost say. You don't know me. You don't know my family. You're not welcome to talk to me about the clan. But I say none of it. I just watch the others work and mimic what they're doing. I try not to see the glares and the mistrusting glances and the rest of the obvious prejudice.

Gritting my teeth, I avoid talking to the other workers. When I'm told to switch out and go get food, I actually find myself being glad. While I know I can work, I haven't done anything this taxing for months. I guess I've gotten out of shape. I head towards the fire, which is very welcoming, and look for any food that might be there. Before I make it, however, I hear footsteps that are coming directly towards me. When they don't stop, I want to freeze and panic. But I don't. Instead what I do is I turn to see who it is approaching. It's a woman, a foot or so taller than me, with a tattoo on the left side of her nose. I know that tattoo, actually. The Eagles wear that mark. Could she be?… Other than that she has a mark on her chin and a powerful stride. After another second I see the way her hand is clenched and the boxes tick in my mind. This is her.

The Herald of Andraste, Lady Katarine Trevelyan herself. I hadn't imagined her with such short hair, or with skin the color of settled dust on the beach of the Waking Sea, or with the mark of the Widows blatantly displayed on her face. So blatantly that it was startling, not more subtle like most. Some people really do their best to be concealed and try not to show off their position. Others, apparently like Katarine, were less occupied with that. It did make her scary, to those who knew who the Widows were. I would just…pretend not to? It's not like I was going to criticize the Herald. Especially not to her face on my first day.

"You're new." Nice and simple. And that was directed at me. Replying would be a little difficult to muster without freezing or wanting to run. "Welcome to the Inquisition. What's your name?"

"Banadirth of Clan Lavellan, messere Trevelyan." These words come out easily, almost stamped into my tongue.

She looked a little surprised when I said Lavellan, though her powerful and superior stance didn't change. "Fate is a funny thing, Banadirth." The way she says my name feels like probing a finger into my mind, trying to poke around and find what was in there. "An elf in my employ is also from your clan. You wouldn't happen to know a L'naia, would you?"

I have to think hard. There was no one named L'naia from back home, though if she was employed in the Trevelyan family, she could've left (or been taken) when the clan was around Ostwick. I had been only six at the time. "No, messere, I don't recall a woman named L'naia." That wasn't a name like they gave people in my clan. Or not that I remembered. Everyone I knew had names woven with Elvhen, usually meaning something in what they called our mother tongue. L'naia was different. Modern, still very much an elf name but a lot less clearly part of the language.

"Why don't I invite her over so you two can be…reacquainted." Everything she said sounded like there was an ulterior motive. Like she had planned for this, and she was putting it all together. "I suppose it's paying off for the both of us that I like to get to know my recruits. I'll be seeing you, Banadirth."

"My pleasure, messere," I answer with a partial bow, and she turns and almost swaggers as she walks away. Now that's a woman with confidence. Terrifying, excessive confidence.

With the vain hope that I can finally get something to eat, I get to the fireside and serve myself some of the food. It doesn't exactly look super appetizing, but there's a small amount of bread and some water to drink as well as the what they're probably calling a stew. I dip the bread in, soaking up the more liquid-y part of the food and take a bite. It's not bad. No delicacy, but I can eat it and I'll feel a little better for having done so. I follow up with a sip of the water. It has an almost stale flavor to it. I thought it might be easy to get water while in the mountains - I'd be wrong.

That's as far as I can get before I'm approached by what appears to be a Templar - a man - and an ordinary inquisition soldier - a woman. Who wouldn't be at this place in camp if they didn't want something. The templar walks up to me first, putting an armored hand on my shoulder. "Seems we've got some new meat round here, eh Maya? This one's a knife ear, but he's not too bad-looking for one a them Dalish."

The soldier, who I can only presume is named Maya, adds on with a dangerous smirk, "Well, Wilmod, we should give him a proper Inquisition welcome. I've a tent with room for three, and I'm sure Quill won't notice one lil elf goin missing for an hour or so. Whatdya say, hm?"

Now Wilmod, the Templar I presume, and Maya are on either side of me. Wilmod's left arm is around my shoulders, his right hand looking as if it's going to reach to have his way. Maya doesn't exactly look like she's going to do anything better, although she hasn't been quite as forward.

**Take what you want, you're mine now, hands where they shouldn't be.**

"N-no thanks. I'm not inter…interested." Speaking is difficult, my breath is going shorter. "I have to go…go back to work in a minute."

**You're a poison, I'm going to keep coming back, there's no risk here.**

"I'm-I've got to-" I scramble to tear my arms from Wilmod's possession. I don't want to seem panicky, the present is blurred too much, I'm not here but I have to be.

"Why leaving so soon, we were just havin some fun." The voice is trying to be persuasive, but is too laced with desire to be deceiving. "I'll go easy on ya if you're new to this."

"Just-just let go." I push the hands away in one forceful gesture, getting up and stumbling away from the two. My breath is so quick, in and out before I remember it's been there. Wilmod and Maya look offended, as if I've insulted them rather than pushed away their unwanted advances.

"You're being no fun, yknow that, knife-ear?" Maya rolls her eyes as she says this. "If you'd just come for a little rough and tumble you'd be part of the gang. Maybe you'd rather be alone. Done with im, Wil?"

"For now. Have fun working, little rabbit." I can barely breathe as Wilmod and Maya are walking away. That was so close…so very very close to my worst fears. But it was averted, thankfully, and I can sit easier.

The rest of my food is unappetizing now, some of it having dropped on the floor too, so I put it with the other used dishes and go back to work. I fail to speak comfortably with anyone, so eventually I just fall back to silence. It's easier, being silent, rather than being too mortified to stop speaking.

The sun is beginning to lower when I'm approached by a woman whose face bears vallaslin. They're not like mine at all, instead being a green-inked Mythal vallaslin that borders her face and seems to have a wave of mana - of magic - coming off of it. Or maybe it's just the woman herself filled to the brim with mana and energy and power.

I shouldn't be able to feel this, however, so I hide it as I bow my head. "If you wish to speak, I'll be done momentarily, messere." It's hard to fight the waver in my voice as I address the woman. Her demeanor demands respect, and so I simply assume she's of a higher standing than I. Almost everyone around here is.

"I'm here to speak with you now, actually. Your work for today is done." Her voice almost speaks like one might sing. She reminds me of the First in how she's so young but seems to have a wisdom and experience far beyond her. "And if anyone has a problem with that, they'll take it up with the Herald."

When she mentions the Herald, my memory kicks into gear. This must be L'naia, the woman from Clan Lavellan. Further proof I've never met her, seeing her face and hearing her voice prompt no memory of my past. I decide not to say anything, and offer her the chance to introduce herself on her own terms. Maybe that's the wrong move, but I just have to be on the least outgoing method of presenting myself. That's what humans want, that's what I'll give them and everyone around them.

"Come with me, Banadirth," she instructs, turning and beginning to walk towards the center of Haven, where Leliana gives out orders and the requisition officer works out of. There's a makeshift table with two crates on either side that will work as seats for us. Clever, simple.

I follow, having to walk a bit more quickly than I am comfortable with, and stay standing when L'naia stops. She looks at me expectantly, as if I know something she doesn't. As if I'm going to do something she needs me not to. "Sit," is her next order, and I do so, packing my small frame onto the nearest crate and continuing to face her. She sits down directly across from me, folding her hands together and staring me straight in the eyes. I notice hers are startlingly green, much like the vallaslin adorning her face. This is likely on purpose. My own vallaslin is inked black, with my blue eyes the only outstanding feature on my face. In my opinion, at least. I wouldn't be the best judge, probably.

"I am L'naia, formerly of Clan Lavellan, now in the service of House Trevelyan. Your name is Banadirth of Clan Lavellan, yes?" Her voice says she already knows, but just wants to see how I react to any claims.

I take a slow breath before answering, "Yes. Th-that's me." Looking at her is difficult, so I just try to trace her tattoos with my eyes. The gentle way it fits to frame her eyes is beautiful, but I'm quickly torn out of my admiration of her vallaslin when she continues to question me.

Her eyes seem to lock in position: staring straight at me. "How did you find your way to the Inquisition?"

"The Keeper t-told me I should join, to report back about what's happening as time goes on. I wasn't…wasn't much use as a hunter." I only barely qualified to even go through the ritual of the vallaslin; if I were a mage, I would've been glad because then I could learn with the Keeper instead of spending my time just failing to be an adequate member of the hunting parties. "She just doesn't want to be in the dark."

"How is Keeper Deshanna?"

"It's been weeks since I've seen her, b-begging your pardon. I've no way of knowing." I suddenly have to wonder - is this woman the former First? She's most definitely a mage, that much is obvious from her appearance and the simple…feeling I get off of her. I've never heard about our Keeper having a First before the current one. Maybe it was a bad memory for her. For the clan, even. "When I left, the only trouble of hers was the existence of the Inquisition itself."

"And she sent you to be her spy? Her informant?" This - this is suspicion. The kind where I could be in serious trouble if I don't pass the test.

I have to gulp down some air before I can speak again. This L'naia intimidates me - everyone in the Inquisition seems to be able to if they want. "She sent me to take part, and to tell her what's going on so she's - so she has direct information as opposed to rumors and possible propaganda. Personally, I'd rather have her personally informed of what I see happening rather than word of mouth, like most Dalish clans will likely receive their information."

She looks surprised. She didn't expect that kind of answer? Maybe she didn't expect me to answer that way. But I did, and now she'll have to reply. Continue to extract as much information as she can.

Her surprise hardens back into suspicion again. I feel a shiver run down my spine, and suddenly I get the impression that her vallaslin will carve into daggers and cut through me like paper. "Where is the clan now? Even if you're not with them, surely you know their current camp site?"

"They've buried themselves in the Brecilian Forest. It's been clear since the Blight, and both the clan who assisted the Warden and the Sabrae clan moved nearing the end of the Blight. The Keeper wanted to, to move away from the war."

"You can't get much farther from the Brecilian Forest within southern Thedas."

"Journeying towards the Marches wasn't a option, and Tevinter would block our safe way to Antiva. And so forest was the next option…considering Orlais's opinion of us."

All of this is completely true. Lying in this situation is not a good solution, plus this isn't anything to hide. Especially from someone with a special interest in the clan. If she's all she seems to be, she's got a place of nostalgia that won't let her clan be anything but home in her memories.

"I think that's all I need to hear from you at the moment, Banadirth." Her breath hitches, completely halting for a moment. "Except…how is the First of the clan? Is she working well?"

Her eyes betray her intentions in this, or at least I feel like they do. Instead of a coating of steel, they have the shimmer of memory, a glow of someone not all in the moment trying to put the past and the present together. "When I left, her training was going smoothly. She and the Keeper work well together." I stand up, giving a curt bow. Before walking away, I think to add, "May the Dread Wolf never hear your footsteps."

Humans don't greet or dismiss each other with phrases like this, so I think it might give her the same feeling it gave me when I heard it from an elf on my way here.

**The words aren't meant to say that, but the language is mine now, girl.**

A shiver passes through me, probably very noticeably. Damn…

"Dareth shiral. I'll be seeing you eventually." The words send a second shiver down my spine, but the thought is comforting as it is terrifying. Having my only kinship belong with someone obviously long-molded by the Herald…before she was the Herald, obviously…is not what I expected out of the Inquisition. I didn't expect to see too many other Dalish, either. Which I haven't, in all fairness.

I pad my feet back towards my work, and I catch glares and suspicious looks from the workers who had been lifting and working since I'd been taken away by L'naia's interest. I feel stress run through my arms and legs while I try to overcompensate for my absence. This results in me being the last one carrying materials back to be stored for the night. My arms feel like they are going to dissolve, but I put down the stone and tug my sleeves to cover my arms in a desperate attempt to warm up further.

Disappointment rages through me when I see that the only food left is a bit of burnt leftovers in the bottom. Everyone else has taken their portions and a bit of mine. I scrape out all I can and stare at it. It smells disgusting, but eating something is better than nothing, right?

"Knife-ears like you should hunt for your food. That's what you do back home, right? Maybe you should've stayed with your fuckin apostates and the other rabbits," one particularly nasty-looking worker says. I'm obviously not very popular, and being shown special interest by the Herald and her right-hand-woman is not helping.

It only takes a bite for me to realize that this is not only burned and smelling terrible, but completely inedible. I toss the rest, going back to my things. Luckily, no one has decided to violate my belongings, and so I start trying to set up my tent.

To no avail. I'm dismal at whatever this setup of tent is - at home there are no tents like this. The props are awkward and I can't make them fit in where they're supposed to, the sharp ends can't seem to break the icy ground, and the canvas won't agree to move under my hands. After several failed attempts and a couple slips, I am disheartened and worried that I might end up out in the snow to sleep.

"Need some help with that, elfy?" I hear from a voice behind me that isn't using elfy as an insult, maybe as an endearment? I turn my head and see a woman with furiously red hair and a somewhat exaggerated figure. "I noticed you can't manage the tent, so I thought I'd come and help. Maybe give you a less rude introduction to Inquisition soldiers. We're not all Mayas around here, I'll have you know."

So she saw me earlier and my…encounter with the Templar and the soldier? I'm not sure whether to be impressed or a little off-put because of the strangeness of our not meeting until now. Maybe I'm overthinking it. "I'd appreciate the help. The wind up here got vicious after dark while I was hiking."

"Why'd'ya even join, elfy? Dalish aren't exactly the most popular here, and you've made it extra hard by being so open and talking to Madame Trevelyan's mage pet." The way she says Madame Trevelyan makes me want to laugh, but I don't quite get that far. This is someone no longer at the point of fear for the Inquisition, just exhaustion and a little bit of contempt along with all the rest of the parts of being a soldier.

I stare at my limited pack of things while answering. "I came at my Keeper's request. So that I could keep an eye on the Inquisition and make choices. Plus, you guys need all the help you can get." That's the best reply I can muster before the woman starts setting up my tent. It takes a very short amount of time before she's got it set up and I am looking into it. Barely enough room for a human man, but since I'm an elf (and a small one at that) it'll be just fine. If I was any more prestigious than a ground worker I'd probably get a tent that you'd be able to walk into, but for now I get the "you sleep here then get to work" class of tent.

"I'm Lisabeth, by the way. Call me what you like." Her smile catches me by surprise, a friendly and warm smile. As if she's someone who gives smiles a lot and just freely gives and gives them.

I attempt at giving a smile back. It feels forced and hopefully looks genuine. "I'm Banadirth."

"No offense, but you Dalish have the oddest names. If it's alright, I'm to keep calling you elfy. I think it suits you."

I shrug a little. "I don't mind. Just don't - don't use anything with knife." I've been called knife-ear too many times to be able to accept hearing anything of that sort.

"Of course not. I'm human, not stupid." She finishes setting up my tent, much more safely than I ever could've. "There you go. Somewhere to sleep, and stash all your shit so no one tries to whisk it away in the night. That would really ruin the mood, eh?"

"What mood do you mean?" I drag my stuff to the entrance of the tent, moving inside but falling over before I make it in. Maker, my hip hurts, that wasn't what I meant to do. The ground is hard and cold, and that does not agree with me.

Lisabeth saw something was wrong immediately, even though I stifle pain very easily. It's almost second nature not to show people I've been hurt. She's very observant, beyond what I expected. "What happened, you alright?"

"I might have a little bruising on my hip in the morning, nothing too drastic."

"Let me move your stuff, elfy, you already injured yourself once." Before I can protest, she's taken my bag and started sliding into the tent after me. There's not much room in the tent for the both of us, but I adjust and my hip only dully aches as she gets my things and herself situated.

I can see her face change a little as she starts grabbing at things to pass to me. She's jostled the bag enough, and I reach to take it back. Enough's enough.

"Why'd'you have this kind of dagger if you're Dalish? This is Highever craftsmanship, not anything you'd see with Dalish unless something happened."

I can feel blood rushing out of my face. My black vallaslin probably sits against a white face now. "I got it from someone along the way. My weapons weren't enough, I needed some-something else to fight with. It's dangerous out there." Elisabeth looks like she doesn't quite believe me, but apparently is willing to drop the subject regardless. I thank the Maker, the Creators, and whatever other god happens to be out there.

I stuff the weapons down to be hidden again, removing my bedroll and some additional better work clothes to change into in the morning.

"Please don't say anything about the daggers to anyone. I'd rather not get in trouble…or have someone think I'm stronger than I am." I can almost feel Wilmod's hand on me again.

"I won't, don't you worry," Lisabeth replies, bringing relief to my throat which had before felt like it was being throttled. "I'll leave you to it. See you around, Banadirth."

"Have a good night," I say almost autonomously as a goodbye.

As soon as she's left I close the tent - as tightly as I dare - and wrap a winter fur around myself so I can lay down on the bedroll. With thoughts of the day and all that might ensue tomorrow, and the day after that, and the day after that, and the day after that, I shut my eyes and begin to see dreams instead of the roof of my tent.


End file.
